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R O B E R T  S H E A R D Y ,  J R .  
M a r y  C a s s a t t ' s  P a i n t i n g s  o f  M e n  
M a r y  C a s s a t t  ( 1 8 4 4 - 1 9 2 6 ) ,  t h e  A m e r i c a n  I m p r e s s i o n i s t  w h o  w o r k e d  w i t h  D e g a s ,  
M a n e t ,  a n d  B e r t h e  M o r i s o t ,  i s  b e s t  r e m e m b e r e d  t o d a y  f o r  p a i n t i n g s  a b o u t  w o m e n .  
H e r  l a t e r  w o r k s ,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  a r e  s o  p a c k e d  w i t h  m o t h e r  a n d  c h i l d  i m a g e s  t h a t  s h e  
h a s  b e c o m e  k n o w n  m a i n l y  a s  U n  P e i n t r e  d e s  e n f a n t s  e t  d e s  m e r e s .
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I m a g e s  o f  w o m e n  
p r e d o m i n a t e  i n  h e r  e a r l i e r  w o r k  a s  w e l l ,  b u t  t h e y  a r e  p o r t r a y e d  i n  a c t i v i t i e s  o t h e r  t h a n  
c h i l d  c a r i n g .  H e r  o n l y  p a i n t i n g s  o f  m e n  a l s o  d a t e  f r o m  t h a t  e a r l i e r  p e r i o d .  W h a t  b r o u g h t  
a b o u t  t h i s  c h a n g e  i n  h e r  w o r k ?  W h a t  d o  t h o s e  v e r y  f e w  p a i n t i n g s  o f  m e n  r e v e a l  a b o u t  
t h e  a r t i s t ?  S o m e  F e m i n i s t  w r i t e r s  h a v e  e x a m i n e d  t h e  m a n n e r  i n  w h i c h  C a s s a t t  p r o -
t r a y s  w o m e n  a s  o t h e r s  h a v e  s t u d i e d  m a l e  a r t i s t s '  i m a g e s  o f  w o m e n ,  b u t  w h a t  o f  h e r  
i m a g e s  o f  m e n ?  O n l y  s i x  s u c h  p a i n t i n g s  s u r v i v e ,  o t h e r  t h a n  p o r t r a i t s  o f  f r i e n d s  o r  
f a m i l y  m e m b e r s ,  a n d  a l l  s i x  a r e  f r o m  p e r i o d s  i n  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  l i f e  o f  i n t e n s e  a c t i v i t y  a n d  
c h a n g e .  T h e s e  p a i n t i n g s  d e s e r v e  a  c l o s e r  l o o k .  T h e y  s h o u l d  n o t  b e  v i e w e d  c a s u a l l y ,  
a l o n g  w i t h  h e r  o t h e r  w o r k ,  n o r  e v e n  a s  e x c e p t i o n s  t o  t h a t  w o r k ,  b u t  i n  a  n e w  c o n t e x t  
a l t o g e t h e r ,  a s  i m a g e s  o f  m e n  b y  a  w o m a n  a r t i s t  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y .  T h e  g o a l  
o f  t h i s  p a p e r ,  t h e n ,  i s  t o  a p p r o a c h  a  b e t t e r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  C a s s a t t ' s  a r t  a s  a  w h o l e ,  
a n d  i t s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  h e r  l i f e  a n d  t i m e s ,  b y  t a k i n g  a  c l o s e r  l o o k  a t  h e r  p a i n t i n g s  
o f  m e n  i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  
C a s s a t t ' s  f i r s t  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  o f  m e n  a r e  f r o m  h e r  s t u d e n t  d a y s  i n  P a r i s ,  1 8 7 2  t o  
1 8 7 4 .  I t  w a s  a  t i m e  o f  r a p i d  d e v e l o p m e n t  i n  h e r  s t y l e  f r o m  g e n r e - r e a l i s m  t o w a r d  
t r u e  I m p r e s s i o n i s m  a n d  r e c o g n i t i o n  b y  f e l l o w  a r t i s t s .  T h e s e  e a r l y  p a i n t i n g s  r e v e a l  t h e  
i n f l u e n c e  o f  h e r  f i r s t  m a s t e r s  - G e r 0 m e  a n d  C o u t u r e ,  a n d  M a n e t ,  D e g a s ,  a n d  C o u r -
b e t  - m e n  w h o s e  w o r k  s h e  a d m i r e d .  T h e y  d e a l  w i t h  S p a n i s h  t h e m e s  r e f l e c t i n g  t h e  
t h e n  c u r r e n t  i n t e r e s t  i n  G o y a  a n d  s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  p i c a r e s q u e  s u b j e c t s .  T h r e e  w e r e  
p a i n t e d  w h i l e  t h e  a r t i s t  w a s  w i n t e r i n g  i n  S e v i l l e .  T o r e a d o r  ( C h i c a g o )  a n d  T o r e r o  a n d  
Y o u n g  G i r l  ( C l a r k  I n s t i t u t e )  w e r e  p a i n t e d  i n  1 8 7 3  a n d  m a k e  u s e  o f  t h e  s a m e  m a l e  
m o d e l  w h o ,  i n  t h e  s e c o n d  w o r k ,  i s  o f f e r e d  a  g l a s s  o f  l i q u i d  r e f r e s h m e n t  b y  a  c o q u e t -
t i s h  y o u n g  w o m a n .  O n  t h e  B a l c o n y  D u r i n g  t h e  C a r n i v a l  ( P h i l a d e l p h i a )  w a s  s h o w n  a t  
t h e  S a l o n  o f  1 8 7 2  u n d e r  t h e  n a m e  o f  M a r y  S t e v e n s o n  s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  h e r  f a m i l y  m a y  
11 
not have approved either of the painting in particular or of Cassatt's choice of career 
in general. 2 
These early scenes of men and women together remind us of other works on the 
theme because they reflect a tradition - a tradition of the male-centered-art-world 
in which Cassatt moved. The slightly suggestive undertones in the Spanish pictures 
are there because they were part of that tradition, as in seventeenth-century "Procuress" 
scenes of coquettish ladies and amorous men. 
The Musical Party of 1874 (Petit Palais, Paris) is of the same era of study and growth. 
It too reflects themes typical of the art of male painters. It builds on both the "procuress" 
and "balcony" formats for its composition, especially in the placement of the women 
and the removing of the man to the shadowy depths - much as in balcony scenes 
by both Manet and Goya. The musical associations here look back to the tradition 
of Vermeer and Watteau. But something is subtly different. One woman interposes 
herself between the man and the other woman. He does look over her shoulder, as 
in past pictures, supposedly to read the sheet music she holds, but it is the rapport 
between the two women I find of interest. They are women who enjoy the company 
of other women to the exclusion of the man. These women neither flirt with the 
man who dominates their group, nor do they seem even to care about his presence. 
Though they are still subject to his attention, they seem unmoved by his nearness. 
They are going about thier business, still under his watchful eye, but independent 
of his influence. 3 
What does this subtle difference reveal about Mary Cassatt during this period of 
introduction to the art world? Does it suggest the beginnings of a quiet, barely detectable 
rebellion against the male-centered tradition? She was thirty the year of this painting 
and unmarried. Her student days were over and she was about to embark upon a 
career as a professional artist - a woman artist. She was on her own in Paris. Her 
family had not yet joined her, and she'd not yet become friends with Degas and the 
other Impressionists. In The Musical Party, Cassatt tells us something of her growing 
sense of independence, a theme she will reiterate many times in later life - both in 
letters and in paintings. Thus far, she had studied art mostly on her own. Though 
her work shows the influence of her brief associations with Gerome and Couture 
and her awareness of the European tradition, she had developed independently as 
an artist, as an American in Paris, and as a woman in a male-centered world. Her 
parents and her ailing sister Lydia joined her in 1877. They remained with her until 
their deaths, and she depended more and more on them for companionship. She 
met Degas in 1878 and began depending on him for artistic guidance. Their friend-
ship, though rocky at times, was always one of great mutual respect. She began show-
ing with the . 
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i n g  w i t h  t h e  I m p r e s s i o n i s t s  i n  1 8 7 9 ,  e v e n t u a l l y  b e c o m i n g  q u i t e  c l o s e  t o  B e r t h e  M o r i s o t  
- a  s i s t e r  p a i n t e r .  
P a i n t i n g s  f r o m  1 8 7 8  a n d  1 8 7 9  r e v e a l  t h e  s t r e s s  a n d  e x c i t e m e n t  o f  t h i s  s e c o n d  p e r i o d  
o f  c h a n g e .  F r o m  t h i s  e r a  i s  W o m a n  a n d  C h i l d  D r i v i n g  ( P h i l a d e l p h i a ) ,  r e p r e s e n t i n g  a n  
o u t d o o r  t h e m e  p o p u l a r  w i t h  o t h e r  I m p r e s s i o n i s t s .  B u t  t h i s  i s  n o t  j u s t  a n o t h e r  c a r r i a g e  
s c e n e .  ( I l l u s t r a t i o n  1 )  T h e  m o d e l s  i n c l u d e  L y d i a ,  O d i l e  F e v r e ,  a  n i e c e  o f  D e g a s ,  a n d  
t h e  C a s s a t t  f a m i l y  g r o o m  r i d i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  B o i s  d u  B o u l o g n e .  B u t  h e r e ,  t h e  w o m a n  
i s  i n  t h e  d r i v e r ' s  s e a t !  I t  w a s  c u s t o m a r y  f o r  t h e  g r o o m  t o  r i d e  i n  t h e  r e a r  w h e n  t h e  
m i s t r e s s  c h o s e  t o  d r i v e  a n d  C a s s a t t ,  a n  a v i d  e q u e s t r i e n n e ,  o f t e n  d r o v e .  B u t  i t  w a s  
n o t  c u s t o m a r y  f o r  p a i n t i n g s  t o  p o r t r a y  t h e  w o m a n  d r i v i n g .  A l s o ,  t h e  m a n n e r  i n  w h i c h  
t h e  g r o o m  i s  p l a c e d  r e l a t i v e  t o  t h e  w o m a n  a n d  c h i l d  - e v e n  t o  t h e  r u m p  o f  t h e  h o r s e  
w h i c h  o c c u p i e s  m o r e  s p a c e  - h i s  p o s i t i o n  a t  t h e  v e r y  e d g e  o f  t h e  p i c t u r e  p l a n e ,  l o o k -
i n g  i n  t h e  o t h e r  d i r e c t i o n ;  t h e s e  f a c t s  a r e  i n t r i g u i n g  t o  c o n t e m p l a t e .  T h o u g h  i n  c l e a r  
p r o f i l e ,  h e  i s  a l m o s t  f e a t u r e l e s s  - a n o n y m o u s  - n o  l o n g e r  d o m i n a t i n g  t h e  s c e n e .  
H e  i s  i n  f a c t ,  l i t t l e  m o r e  t h a n  a n  a d d e d  e x t r a ,  a  l i t t l e  t o u c h  o f  r e a l i s m ,  a  b i t  o f  d a r k  
c o l o r  t o  b a l a n c e  t h e  h o r s e  a n d  t o  f r a m e  t h e  p a s t e l  d r e s s e s  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e .  B u t  n o t e  
t h e  r e s o l u t e  e x p r e s s i o n  o n  t h e  w o m a n ' s  f a c e ,  t h e  d e t e r m i n e d  m a n n e r  w i t h  w h i c h  s h e  
g r i p s  t h e  r e i n s .  T h e r e  i s  a l s o  a  d e e p n e s s  o f  h u e  a n d  s o m b e r n e s s  o f  m o o d  n o t  s o  t y p i -
c a l  o f  t r u e  I m p r e s s i o n i s m .  T h e  d a y  s e e m s  t o  h a v e  b e e n  o v e r c a s t  a n d  g l o o m y .  E v e n  
t h e  p a s t e l  d r e s s e s  a r e  s h a d e d  a n d  s u b d u e d .  F u r t h e r ,  t h e  p i c t u r e  i s  l i f e - s i z e d ,  s u g g e s t -
i n g  s o m e t h i n g  l i k e  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  r e a l i s m  o f  M a n e t  o r  C o u r b e t  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  p u r e l y  
o p t i c a l  a p p r o a c h  o f  M o n e t  o r  R e n o i r .  
H a v i n g  b e c o m e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  I n d e p e n d e n t s ,  C a s s a t t  h e r s e l f  w a s  g a i n i n g  m o r e  
s e l f - c o n f i d e n c e  a s  a n  i n d i v i d u a l :  I s  t h i s  n o t  a  s t a t e m e n t  o f  w o m a n ' s  r i g h t  t o  b e  i n d e p e n -
d e n t ?  I r o n i c a l l y ,  L y d i a ,  t h e  b e l o v e d  s i s t e r  w h o  p o s e d  f o r  t h i s  d r i v e r ,  w a s  g r o w i n g  w e a k e r  
a n d  l e s s  i n d e p e n d e n t  e a c h  y e a r .  S h e  d i e d  i n  1 8 8 2 .  
C a s s a t t ' s  I m p r e s s i o n i s t  y e a r s  w e r e  s u c c e s s f u l  a n d  a c t i v e ,  b u t  h e r  b u s i e s t  p e r i o d  w a s  
y e t  t o  c o m e  - t h e  y e a r s  1 8 9 0  t o  1 8 9 5 .  S o m e  o f  h e r  b o l d e s t  a n d  m o s t  o r i g i n a l  p a i n t -
i n g s  a r e  f r o m  t h i s  p e r i o d  o f  g r i e f  a n d  c h a n g e .  H e r  f a t h e r  d i e d  i n  1 8 9 1 .  H e r  m o t h e r  
a n d  h e r  f r i e n d  B e r t h e  M o r i s o t  d i e d  i n  1 8 9 5 .  S h e  d i d  t w o  s e r i e s  o f  p r i n t s  f o r  o n e -
p e r s o n  s h o w s  b o t h  i n  P a r i s  a n d  i n  N e w  Y o r k ,  a n d  i n  1 8 9 2  s h e  w a s  c o m m i s s i o n e d  
b y  M r s .  P o t t e r  P a l m e r  t o  d o  a  s i x t y - f o o t  m u r a l  f o r  t h e  W o m a n ' s  B u i l d i n g  a t  t h e  W o r l d ' s  
C o l u m b i a n  E x p o s i t i o n  i n  C h i c a g o .  S h e  w a s  n e a r i n g  f i f t y .  T h e  m u r a l  p r o j e c t  a n d  t h e  
m a n y  w o r k s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  i t  l e f t  h e r  a n g r y  a n d  e x h a u s t e d .  L e t t e r s  t o  a n d  f r o m  D e g a s  
o f  t h i s  p e r i o d  a r e  f i l l e d  w i t h  b i t t e r n e s s  a n d  l a c k  o f  c o n f i d e n c e .  T h e i r  f r i e n d s h i p  s u f f e r e d .  
D e g a s  w a s  c r i t i c a l  o f  a  w o m a n  t a k i n g  o n  s o  b i g  a  p r o j e c t .  W i t h  t h e  l o s s  o f  h i s  a d v i c e ,  
C a s s a t t ' s  o w n  c o n f i d e n c e  i n  t h e  p r o j e c t  w e a k e n e d .  
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T h e  M o d e r n  W o m a n  m u r a l ,  n o w  l o s t ,  p o r t r a y e d  t w e l v e  w o m e n  a n d  s o m e  y o u n g  g i r l s  
i n  a  l a n d s c a p e ,  p i c k i n g  f r u i t  a n d  p l a y i n g  m u s i c .  W h e n  a s k e d  w h y  s h e  i n c l u d e d  o n l y  
w o m e n  i n  t h e  w o r k ,  s h e  e x p l a i n e d  i n  a  l e t t e r  t o  M r s .  P a l m e r  t h a t  s h e  w a s  t r y i n g  t o  
e x p r e s s  " s w e e t n e s s  o f  c h i l d h o o d  [ a n d ]  c h a r m  o f  w o m a n h o o d  . . .  [ w h i l e ]  m e n  . . .  i n  a l l  
t h e i r  v i g o r "  w o u l d  n o  d o u b t  a d o r n  t h e  w a l l s  o f  o t h e r  b u i l d i n g s  a t  t h e  e x p o s i t i o n .  
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S h e  e m p h a s i z e d  t h e  f e m i n i n e  t h e m e  i n  h e r  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  m u r a l ,  b u t  t h i s  s h o u l d  
n o t  b e  c o n f u s e d  w i t h  m o d e r n  f e m i n i s m .  C a s s a t t  w a s  n o t  t h e n  a  s u f f r a g i s t ,  t h o u g h  
s h e  d i d  b e l i e v e  i n  e q u a l  r i g h t s .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  s h e  r e f u s e d  t o  l e n d  h e r  n a m e  t o  o n e  
o f  M r s .  P a l m e r ' s  f e m i n i s t  p r o j e c t s ,  t h e  N e w  Y o r k  A r t  J u r y ,  e v e n  t h o u g h  P a l m e r  i n s i s t -
e d  i t  w o u l d  h e l p  w o m e n  g a i n  m o r e  r e c o g n i t i o n  i n  t h e  a r t  w o r l d  s h o u l d  C a s s a t t  p a r -
t i c i p a t e .  T w e n t y - f i v e  y e a r s  l a t e r ,  i n  1 9 1 5 ,  s h e  d i d  a l l o w  L o u i s i n e  H a v e m e y e r  t o  l i s t  h e r  
a m o n g  s u f f r a g i s t s  a g a i n s t  t h e  w a r  i n  E u r o p e ,  b u t  t h i s  s h e  d i d  b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  t h e  i n n a t e  
h u m a n i t a r i a n i s m  o f  w o m e n  m i g h t  u r g e  t h e  w o r l d  t o w a r d  p e a c e  b y  w a y  o f  t h e  b a l l o t  
b o x .
5  
S o m e  o f  t h e  w o r k s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  M o d e r n  W o m a n  m u r a l  p r o j e c t  a r e  h e r  b e s t  .  
T h e y  s e e m  t o  s u m m a r i z e  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e s ,  b o t h  p e r s o n a l  a n d  a r t i s t i c ,  o f  t h e  p r e c e d i n g  
y e a r s  - f r o m  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  D e g a s  a n d  J a p a n e s e  p r i n t s  t o  t h e  s o r r o w  a s s o c i a t e d  
w i t h  l o s s  a n d  h e r  g r o w i n g  i n d e p e n d e n c e  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  t h o s e  l o s s e s .  H e r  l a s t  a n d  b o l -
d e s t  p o r t r a y a l  o f  t h e  m a l e  f i g u r e  i s  f r o m  t h i s  e r a .  B o a t i n g  o r  L a  B a r q u e  ( N a t i o n a l  G a l l e r y  
i n  W a s h i n g t o n ,  D . C . )  i s  o i l  o n  c a n v a s ,  3 5  b y  4 6  i n c h e s .  ( I l u s t r a t i o n  2 )  I t  w a s  b e g u n  
i n  t h e  s u m m e r  o f  1 8 9 3  a n d  w a s  r e f e r r e d  t o  b y  t h e  F r e n c h  t i t l e  i n  a  l e t t e r  f r o m  C a s s a t t  
t o  h e r  d e a l e r ,  D u r a n d - R u e ! ,  o f  1 9 1 4 :  
A b o u t  t h e  p a i n t i n g ,  " L a  B a r q u e ; '  I  d o  n o t  w a n t  t o  s e l l  i t ;  I  h a v e  a l r e a d y  p r o m i s e d  
i t  t o  m y  f a m i l y .  I t  w a s  d o n e  a t  A n t i b e s  2 0  y e a r s  a g o  - t h e  y e a r  w h e n  m y  n i e c e  
c a m e  i n t o  t h e  w o r l d .  
6  
T h u s  s h e  e x p l a i n s  h e r  r e a s o n  f o r  k e e p i n g  i t .  B u t  i t  i s  n o t  a  p o r t r a i t  o f  h e r  n i e c e ,  s i n c e  
t h e  b a b y  i n  t h e  p i c t u r e ,  s p r a w l i n g  a c r o s s  t h e  w o m a n ' s  l a p ,  i s  a t  l e a s t  s e v e r a l  m o n t h s  
o l d .  B e s i d e s ,  t h e  w o m a n  a p p e a r s  t o  b e  C a s s a t t ' s  m a i d  M a t h i l d e  w h o  p o s e d  f o r  a  n u m b e r  
o f  w o r k s  o f  t h e  p e r i o d .  A s  f o r  t h e  b o a t m a n ,  h e  i s  o n c e  a g a i n  s e e n  i n  o b l i q u e  p r o f i l e ,  
f r o m  t h e  r e a r ,  a n d  i s  n e a r l y  f e a t u r e l e s s ,  b u t  f o r  a  p r o m i n e n t  n o s e .  I t  i s  c l e a r ,  h o w e v e r ,  
t h a t  h e  l o o k s  d i r e c t l y  a t  t h e  w o m a n  w h o  r e t u r n s  a n  e q u a l l y  i n t e n s e  g a z e .  E v e n  t h e  
c h i l d  s e e m s  t o  b e  w a t c h i n g  h i m .  A p a r t  f r o m  t h e  f i g u r e s  t h e m s e l v e s ,  t h e r e  a r e  o t h e r  
a s p e c t s ,  f r o m  c o l o r  a n d  p a i n t  q u a l i t y  t o  c o m p o s i t i o n  a n d  m o o d ,  w h i c h  a r e  p u z z l i n g  
i n  l i g h t  o f  C a s s a t t ' s  u s u a l  a p p r o a c h  t o  t h e m e  a n d  t e c h n i q u e .  
T h e  s e v e r e  c o m p o s i t i o n  m a y  r e f l e c t  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  b o t h  D e g a s  a n d  o f  J a p a n e s e  
p r i n t s  w h i c h  C a s s a t t  h a d  s e e n  i n  1 8 9 0 .  A  f e w  l a r g e  s h a p e s  o f  p a t t e r n  o r  f l a t  c o l o r  
a r e  a r r a n g e d  a g a i n s t  a  p l a n a r  b a c k d r o p  o f  b l u e  w a t e r  a n d  s k y  d i v i d e d  b y  a  s t r i p  o f  
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d a r k  g r e e n  a l o n g  t h e  t o p  o f  t h e  p i c t u r e .  T h e  b o a t  i s  a n  a c i d  y e l l o w  r e m i n i s c e n t  o f  V a n  
G o g h .  T h e  b o a t m a n  i s  a  f l a t  p a t c h  o f  b l u e - b l a c k .  T h e  c o l o r  o f  t h e  s a i l  i s  g r e y  a n d  
t h e  w o m a n  a n d  c h i l d  a r e  i n  s h a d e s  a n d  t i n t s  o f  l i l a c  a n d  p i n k ,  i n  h a r s t  c o n t r a s t  t o  
t h e  s h a r p  y e l l o w s  a n d  d e e p  b l u e s .  T h e  f a c e s  a r e  d a r k  b u t  f o r  a  s t r i p e  o f  s u n l i g h t  a c r o s s  
t h e  c h i l d ' s  c h e e k .  O n l y  t h e  w a t e r  i s  r e n d e r d  i n  a  d i v i s i o n i s t i c  m a n n e r .  I n  o t h e r  a r e a s ,  
p i g m e n t  i s  a p p l i e d  i n  w i d e ,  f l a t ,  s i m p l e  s t r o k e s .  T h e  s t r o n g  c o n t r a s t s ,  t h e  c r i s p  c o n -
t o u r s  a n d  t h e  s m o o t h ,  h a r d  p a i n t  i m p a r t s  a  t w o - d i m e n s i o n a l i t y  w h i c h  c a n  b e  d e s c r i b e d  
a s  P o s t - I m p r e s s i o n i s t i c .  T h e  m a n ' s  d a r k  a n d  s p r a w l i n g  s h a p e  c u t s  a  " h o l e "  i n  t h e  f o r e -
g r o u n d  a s  t h e  g r e y  s a i l  s l i c e s  a  c o r n e r  o u t  o f  t h e  b a c k d r o p .  B e t w e e n  t h e s e  t w o  i n t r u s -
i v e  e l e m e n t s ,  t h e  w o m a n  s i t s  s t i f f l y ,  a s  i f  u n c o m f o r t a b l e  i n  t h e  b o a t ,  w i t h  t h e  c h i l d  
l y i n g  a c r o s s ,  o r  n e a r l y  s l i d i n g  o f f ,  h e r  l a p .  
L a  B a r q u e  i s  o n e  o f  t h r e e  b o a t i n g  p i c t u r e s  o f  1 8 9 3 - 9 4  a n d  a  r a r e  " o u t d o o r "  s c e n e  
f o r  t h e  a r t i s t .  S h e  d e s c r i b e s  h e r  f e e l i n g s  a b o u t  l a n d s c a p e  i n  a  l e t t e r  o f  J a n u a r y  1 8 9 4 ,  
w r i t t e n  a t  A n t i b e s :  
F o r  a n y o n e  f o n d  o f  s e a ,  &  c o l o r ,  &  l i g h t ,  t o  s a y  n o t h i n g  o f  b o a t s ,  t h i s  i s  a  w o n -
d e r f u l  p l a c e  - O u r  v i l l a  i s  o n  t h e  s e a  w i t h  t h e  s n o w  c a p p e d  m o u n t a i n s  i n  t h e  
d i s t a n c e  &  b e l o w  t h e m  t h e  o l i v e  c l a d  h i l l s  - I  b e l i e v e  t h e r e  a r e  a  n u m b e r  o f  
A m e r i c a n  l a n d s c a p e  p a i n t e r s  h e r e - I t  ( t h e  l a n d s c a p e ) ,  i s  r a t h e r  t o o  p a n o r a m i c  
f o r  m y  t a s t e ,  b u t  d o u b t l e s s  c o u l d  b e  i n t e r p r e t e d  b y  a  g r e a t  m a n ,  i n  a n  a r t i s t i c  
w a y ;  I  h a v e  n e v e r  y e t  s e e n  i t  d o n e  t o  m y  s a t i s f a c t i o n .  
I  c o n t e n t  m y s e l f  w i t h  a  l i t t l e  b i t  a s  b a c k g r o u n d  t o  m y  f i g u r e s ,  &  o u g h t  t o  b e  
t h a n k f u l  f o r  t h e  s u n  &  l o n g  d a y s  . . .  
7  
T h e  w o r k  h a s  b e e n  c o m p a r e d  t o  M a n e t ' s  B o a t i n g  o f  n e a r l y  t w e n t y  y e a r s  e a r l i e r  w h i c h  
C a s s a t t  h a d  u r g e d  t h e  H a v e m e y e r s  t o  p u r c h a s e  ( M e t r o p o l i t a n  M u s e u m ,  H a v e m e y e r  
C o l l e c t i o n ) .  H o w e v e r ,  h i s  w o r k  r e v e r s e s  a n d  f l a t t e n s  t h e  c o m p o s i t i o n ,  p l a c i n g  t h e  w o m a n  
i n  t h e  f o r e g r o u n d ,  c o n f r o n t i n g  t h e  v i e w e r  w i t h  t h e  b o a t m a n .  B o t h  f i g u r e s  a r e  i n  l i g h t  
c o l o r s  a n d  t h e r e  i s  n o  h o r i z o n .  N o r  i s  t h e r e  a  c h i l d .  A  s a i l  s l i c e s  o f f  t h e  u p p e r  r i g h t  
c o r n e r .  I n  t h e  C a s s a t t ,  i t  c u t s  o f f  t h e  u p p e r  l e f t .  T h e  s h a p e  o f  t h e  b o a t  i s  s i m i l a r ,  b u t  
o u r  p o s i t i o n  a s  v i e w e r  i s  m o r e  e a s i l y  u n d e r s t o o d  d u e  t o  t h e  h i g h e r  h o r i z o n .  W e  s e e m  
t o  b e  l o o k i n g  i n t o  t h e  b o a t  f r o m  t h e  s h o r e  o r  a  d o c k  a n d  t h e  b o a t m a n  r e t u r n s  o u r  
g a z e .  H e  i s  i n  a  s i m i l a r  s p r e a d - l e g  p o s i t i o n  b u t  n o w  f a c i n g  u s .  T h e  w o m a n ,  i n  p r o f i l e ,  
w i t h  m o u t h  s l i g h t l y  o p e n ,  a p p e a r s  t o  b e  t a l k i n g .  H e r  r e l a x e d  p o s e  a n d  t h e  s o f t n e s s  
o f  t h e  a t m o s p h e r e  o n  t h e  w h o l e ,  s u g g e s t s  a  m u c h  l i g h t e r  m o o d .  T h e  b o a t m a n  s e e m s  
t o  b e  w a t c h i n g  h e r .  
W e  h a v e  s e e n  t h a t  C a s s a t t ' s  e a r l i e r  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  o f  m e n  w e r e  d r a w n  f r o m  t h e  
E u r o p e a n  t r a d i t i o n  - t h e  m a l e - c e n t e r e d  t r a d i t i o n  i n  w h i c h  s h e  w a s  t r a i n e d .  B o t h  
t h e  i m a g e s  a n d  t h e  s o m e w h a t  e r o t i c  m e s s a g e s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h o s e  i m a g e s  w e r e  a  
17 
part of that tradition. As she matured as an independent painter, those images and 
their associated messages changed. In Woman and Child Driving of 1879-80, we have 
a new image of the man. Though portraying real-life customs, the representation of 
the woman driving with the groom in the rear - as an obsolete type - was unique; 
even among the Impressionists. The woman is not shown involved in a woman's activity 
- but doing what was normally done by a man. 
In La Barque of 1893, we see men and women playing the same roles- each obsev-
ing the other with equal intensity. Though the woman is still the object of the man's 
attention, he is also the object of hers. She returns his gaze unabashedly. She con-
fronts male-dominated reality with resolute self-assurance. The boatman is not a real 
man, of course. He cannot be identified like so many of Cassatt's female models. He 
is man in general- the voyeur under whose watchful scrutiny women go about their 
daily activities. Cassatt's later art becomes more woman-centered, but it is not of a 
world without men. It is only half a world. Though men do not appear in most of 
her paintings, this does not mean they are not present in that world. Her art reflect-
ed a world (in fact) which did not exist in reality, but like her carefully edited letters 
and her carefully constructed biography of 1913, it contributes to the myth of Mary 
Cassatt - a painter of children and of women. 
1 Cassatt herself apparently wanted to be remembered as a painter of children and mothers. The first published 
biography on the artist was written under her direction by Archile Segard, in Paris, in 1913, and was entitled 
Un peintre des enfants et des meres. 
2 See Griselda Pollock, Mar) Cassatt, N.Y., 1980; and Mary Mowell Mathews, Cassatt and her Circle; Selected Let· 
ters, N.Y., 1984. 
3 Susan Fillin Y eh further explores the idea of women portrayed enjoying the company of other women in "Mary 
Cassatt's !mages of Men," Art Journal (Summer, 1976). This paper is, in part, a response to that article. 
4 Mathews, 238. 
5 A number of letters cited in Mathews emphasize, Cassatt's unwillingness to be associatd with feminist projects. 
Mathews notes that Cassatt's feminism was "individualist in nature," p. 271. 
6 Adelyn D. Breeskin, Mary Cassatt: A Catalogue Resone (New York, 1970). The painting remained in the possession 
of the artist until 1914 when it was shown at Durand-Ruel's Paris gallery. It had also been shown in 1895. It was 
later purchased by Chester Dale and bequeathed to the National Gallery in Washington D.C. 
7 Mathews, 252. 
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